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Trees of knowledge
A Forestry Commission initiative is showing that the
benefits of outdoor education extend beyond building
shelters or making fires, writes Gary Atkinson.

Imagine a classroom that has no walls,
whiteboard or desks. A classroom
with a roof, not of slates, but of leaves

and where when it gets too cold you turn,
not to the radiator, but to building a fire.
This is a Forest Schools classroom.

Forest Schools is a concept imported
from Scandinavia. Nursery, primary or
even secondary school pupils are taken
into their local woodlands to be taught
skills that can’t be learned in a
conventional school environment. Pupils
are given the chance to build shelters,
make fires responsibly, manage
woodland habitats and work safely with
an array of tools. 

Crucially, these activities can help build
up pupils’ confidence and self-esteem.
“The idea is to challenge them with small
achievable tasks,” according to Rebecca

Logsdon, Coordinator for the Forestry
Commission’s Forest Education Initiative
(FEI) in Scotland, which supports the
Forest Schools. “It hits all the buttons in
terms of citizenship, as well as personal
and social development. There is a lot of
group work which builds up pupils’
communication skills.” 

Forest School activities actually fit into
many areas of the curriculum, Rebecca
also points out. While looking for
firewood pupils are practising their
arithmetic and are measuring. While
making a fire they are learning basic
scientific principles of combustion. And,
the enthusiasm for outdoor activities also
spills over into class work.

What makes Forest Schools different

from other, more standard environmental
education outings is regularity.
Depending on the school, pupils are
taken out for a day to the same woodland
every week or fortnight. “Regular contact
allows kids to develop a sense of
ownership of the site,” Rebecca says.

For Jim Smalls, the Forestry
Commission Community and
Environment Ranger who helps organise
the Forest Schools for Falla Hill and St
Johns Primary Schools in Fauldhouse,
the impact of regular outdoor education
on pupils can be dramatic. “We had one
girl come along who would keep to
herself and would not get involved. But
when we began to build a fire she asked
to help and ended up lighting it. As we
found out later, she recently came over
from Pakistan where she used to help her

parents cook over an open fire. As soon
as the class saw that the girl had this skill
that they didn’t have, she was suddenly
accepted and dragged along to help with
other tasks. Forest Schools can really
break down barriers.”

There can also be wider benefits for the
community as Jim also points out.
“Fauldhouse for years was tainted with
this reputation of being a place of forest
fires, burned out cars and flytipping. But
since Forest Schools started there has
been nothing. The difference in that area
is unbelievable, and people have even
commented that it so refreshing to drive
through Fauldhouse now.”

Although Jim is a forest ranger,
teachers can also become qualified to

become a Forest School leader, and
many already do.

To qualify as a leader a teacher must
complete a Level 3 Open College
Network course. This involves
undertaking an intensive five day
practical course, visiting an existing
Forest School and running six of your
own outings before being assessed.
Leaders must also hold an outdoor health
and safety qualification. Rebecca says:
“The training courses support teachers in
areas where teachers are not confident.
For example, in woodland management,
using tools and undertaking risk
assessments. Forest Schools have a
different ethos than normal in that it is
hands-off teaching. It is learner led and is
very much in line with A Curriculum for
Excellence in terms of being flexible and
innovative. This is potentially quite
different to how teachers are teaching in
the classroom.”

However, the time and energy required
undertaking the training to become a
Forest Schools leader can be a problem
for some teachers, Rebecca admits. “We
are looking at other models of training
and support for teachers because we are
aware that there are barriers to getting
teachers becoming involved in Forest
Schools. There are time commitments
and a coursework element to the training
which some teachers can struggle with.”

Another barrier can be the cost of
setting up a Forest School. Tools such as
loppers, saws or tarpaulins may need to
be purchased and teachers must be
trained, all within potentially stretched
CPD budgets. 

However, up to £5,000 could be
available from the Forestry Commission
to set up a Forest School. Rebecca also

points out that the FEI runs cluster
groups, which act as a support network
of people who have a stake in outdoor
education, people such as landowners,
foresters, Forestry Commission staff and
teachers. These groups, as well as local
charities, could be a source of tools as
well as advice. At present there are 12
cluster groups in Scotland supporting 20
Forest Schools.

Jim would like to see Forest Schools all
across the country, not least because
they are “setting kids up to achieve”.

For further information on setting up a
Forest School or if you would like to
locate your local FEI cluster group, visit
www.foresteducation.org or contact
Rebecca Logsdon on 0131 314 6187 or
email fei.scotland@forestry.gsi.gov.uk
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In 2002 and 2003, the New Economics
Foundations and Forest Research
undertook a study of a Forest School
in Wales. It found a number of positive
outcomes:

Confidence
Giving the children the freedom, time
and space, to learn, grow and
demonstrate independence instilled
confidence and self-belief.

Social skills
The children demonstrated a greater
awareness of how their actions had an
effect on other people, and further
developed their ability to work
co-operatively with others.

Language and communication
The children became more
sophisticated in their use of both
written and spoken language because
of their experiences at Forest School.

Motivation and concentration
The children were eager to participate
in exploratory learning and play
activities and were able to focus on
specific tasks for extended periods 
of time.

Physical skills
The children developed physical
stamina and their gross motor skills
through free and easy movement
around the Forest School site. They
developed fine motor skills by making
objects and structures.

Knowledge and understanding
The children also gained increased
respect for, and interest in, the natural
environment, as well as improving
their observational skills.

New perspectives
The teachers and practitioners gained
a new perspective and understanding
of the children as they observed them
in a very different setting and were
able to identify their individual learning
styles. 

The enthusiasm of pupils for learning outdoors can spill into the classroom for Falla Hill Primary
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FOREST SCHOOLS?
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W e all know the feeling that
accompanies the breakdown of
joy in our teaching lives. It starts

with a build-up of tension when your
heart seems to contract, blood pressure
rises, muscles tense and the knots in
your stomach double over. These are
some of the physical symptoms of
escalating stress in our lives, but the
mental symptoms are just as
uncomfortable – disturbed sleep patterns,
irritation and uneasiness.

If you are feeling any of this already
then meltdown or burnout could be your
final destination, unless you make a
decision to change.

It happened to me once. I hit this utter
low, but my situation improved when I
acknowledged it couldn’t get any worse.

That is the time to stop and take stock
of your life. It was only by taking time out
to reflect on the way I was living my life,
and not just at work, that I could begin to
change my situation for the better.

In recent years, quietly and carefully,
schools are waking up to the fact that we
need that reflective time to be effective
and inspiring teachers. Mentoring and
coaching are beginning to appear more
frequently on lists of CPD courses. From
time to time we also hear about days
devoted to stress management‚ using
relaxation techniques such as yoga, tai
chi or massage. But stress management
isn’t just about relaxation, it is about
taking time out and paying attention to
what our stress is trying to tell us.

In May of this year, Moray Council
arranged the teacher conference
‘Learning to Live, Living to Learn’. Its
workshops and presentations were
designed to help reconnect teachers with
their own life purpose, to help them relax
and to recharge their teaching batteries.
People bounced out of that event saying
it was the best in-service day of their
lives, and they’re still talking about it.
Why? Because it was about living your

Mathematics can be exciting,
engrossing, often perplexing and
fabulous fun all at the same time.

This was certainly the experience of the
pupils who attended the recent
Enterprising Mathematics Day in the
Borders, at Galashiels Academy.

The competition was an opportunity for
pupils to appreciate the joy of
mathematics, and to exercise their wit
and knowledge.

What struck me most was the
satisfaction that the S3/S4 pupils, in
teams of four, derived from their
achievements as a group. It was also
interesting to see that success
sometimes came from a determination
that followed repeated failure – a vigour
that might normally be reserved for
computer games.

This competition is one of many across
Scotland, the winning teams from each
being invited to compete in a national
Enterprising Mathematics final in
November, involving around 250 young

life to the full – chucking out the telly and
doing the stuff that really matters to us.
When it comes to recreating a wonderful
working environment, the only way to
begin is to start with yourself. How do
you take care of your own wellbeing? Do
you eat properly, exercise moderately,
rest, relax and have fun? 

When you take care of yourself, it is
natural to take care of others in the same
way. If you would have your work
appreciated, start by genuinely
appreciating others and their efforts.

Building a culture of appreciation is the
greatest service you can do for teaching
in this country. 

By working with others to solve our
problems and theirs, we can begin to
work towards something greater than
ourselves – a communal good. 

That is the dream I have, and hardly a
dream at all when you see how simple
the ingredients are: take care of yourself
and others, listen to yourself and others,
and appreciate yourself and others. 

The only way, in the end, that you can
deal with your stress is to create a
breathing space, slow down and listen.

Dorota Owen runs a consultancy
promoting wellbeing among teachers and
works as a supply teacher. Contact her at
dorota@alchemyassociates.co.uk

Beating stress 
Increasing stress levels in the teaching profession can be managed with honest self-reflection,
explains Dorota Owen, author of A Stress Handbook for City Dwellers.

BUILDING A CULTURE OF
APPRECIATION IS THE
GREATEST SERVICE YOU
CAN DO FOR TEACHING

Prized
numbers
Competitions can help revive the popularity
of mathematics as well as prepare pupils for
jobs in industry, writes Sally Crighton.

acquisition of skills essential for everyday
life and nurture talents in mathematics.

There is an alluring unattainable quality
in mathematics: for mathematicians, the
joy can be not so much in finding
answers as in the joy of the chase and in
asking more questions. 

The Clay Mathematics Institute in
Cambridge, Massachusetts has offered a
prize of $1 million to the first person who
can solve each of seven famous
unsolved problems in mathematics.
Mathematics might make your pupils find
their fortune.

Sally Crighton is Secretary to the Scottish
Mathematical Council and Staff Tutor in
Mathematics and Computing in The Open
University in Scotland.

mathematicians each year. 
Representatives from industry

sponsor these competitions, which in
itself shows kids that mathematics is
important in the real world.

This caused me to ponder: it is
recognised that to be a professional
sportsperson you need dedication and
commitment to training over many years.
But is there the same appreciation for the
needs of future mathematicians?
Certainly, competing in national and
international mathematics
competitions allows kids the
opportunity to practise
quick-witted problem
solving strategies while
working collaboratively
to deadlines. But why is
mathematics so good
for this? Mathematics
provides the logical
structure from which these strategies may
be formed and around which the
imagination can develop and new
thinking emerge. 

We should aim for excellence in
mathematics to allow this ingenuity and
team spirit to flourish. Prestigious
employers will no doubt seek individuals
with these qualities. Indeed, the largest
employer of mathematicians in the world
is Pixar Animations. Mathematics is
everywhere. On the other hand, only the
most able will have the chance to
participate in these competitions.
However, the wonder and worth of
mathematics must be open to all. It is
hoped that the adoption of problem
solving approaches to teaching
mathematics should facilitate the

IT IS RECOGNISED THAT
TO BE A PROFESSIONAL
SPORTSPERSON YOU NEED
DEDICATION AND
COMMITMENT TO TRAINING
OVER MANY YEARS. BUT
IS THERE THE SAME
APPRECIATION FOR THE
NEEDS OF FUTURE
MATHEMATICIANS?



www.gtcs.org.uk

INSPIRATION FOR SCOTLAND’S EDUCATORS

Scotland’s Minister for Education Peter Peacock (front right) joins GTCS
staff and probationers to celebrate

Probation celebration

The successful completion of 2,700 teachers’ probation period
was recently celebrated at a General Teaching Council for
Scotland (GTCS) event at Edinburgh’s Botanic Gardens.
The event was attended by Scotland’s Minister for Education
Peter Peacock and GTCS Chief Executive Matthew MacIver, as
well as 62 of the successful teachers who travelled from as far
away as the Shetland Isles and Dumfries. The event included a
reading of a poem specially commissioned by GTCS (see
below) and the teachers who attended were presented with their
Certificates of Full Registration.

The General Teaching Council for Scotland
celebrated the graduation of a new group of
teachers from their probation period.

THE SEED-CORN by Rab Wilson
We haud the praicious seed-corn in oor haunds, 
But no the kind tae fill oor belly-wame,
Wi bannocks, scones an ither kin o scran,
Oor seed is nae sma drink fir Scotia’s weill,
We haena it, the kintra stairves an dees.
The seeds ah sing o are the bits o bairns,
That we must guide wi cannie, eident care,
Sae makkin siccar in the days tae come,
That they micht growe, a credit tae us aa.
An evriwan that’s gaithert here the day,
Hus that ae thocht, that purpose in their mind, 
Tae dae their best tae help the weans win oot.

Mind, aince upo a time, auld Dominies,
Wir gey haurd presst in makkin that their goal,
In Burns’s day, the ‘Scots Enlichtenment’,
Scarce ane in three could barely sign their name,
(an that wis juist the boys!) an wan in twelve
O lassies managin that self-same task,
The green shutes then scarce keeked abune the grund.
The thatched ruif o the schuil swarmt thick wi rats,
Sae weans brocht sheaves o straw, no buiks, tae cless,
Tae help keep oot the bitter, blaudin shooers.
They taen Shank’s Powny miles across the muir,
Tae shiver in a cless mirk wi peat-reek,
No mony plants grew straicht an strang back then, 
Puir teachers tyauved fir scarce five boab a week,
Whit's that ye say!? Naw, some things dinnae chynge!
Aye, teachin’s still a stieve, haurd Cuddy's Brae, 

Dinnae think the road wull rise tae greet ye, 
It’s no fir thaim wha’d sail aye wi the wun, 
But naething worth the tyauve wis e'er easy.
Gin you wid see thae fragile seeds tak ruit,
An lift their willin faces tae the sun,
A wheen o things ye’ll need tae owercome; 
The saws o doon-pitters an nae-sayers,
Wha’ll snipe, an girn, an greet at evri turn.
Bernard-Shaw, misquotin Aristotle: 
‘He who can does – He who cannot, teaches’
Whit did the man, that tocht great Alexander,
(that syne gaed oot an conquert hauf the warld)
Whit did wyce Aristotle really say? 
‘Those who know do – Those who understand teach!’ 
Weel, ah’m no smairt – but thon’s no Greek tae me! 
Tho some auld saws micht staund the test o time; 
‘Ye can’t teach thaim that dinnae want tae lairn’ 
But theorists nou may aftimes disagree,
Gin Skinner aiblins tocht some pigs tae flie,
That wid be nae muckle surprise tae me!
Bairns play! Fir truth's aye stranger as fiction;
Did he no teach doos tae play table-tennis?
An Pavlov’s dugs wir shilpit luikin grues,
Until they lairnt tae ring thon dinner-bell!

But experts tae can aftimes gang agley,
Fir dis Piaget tell ye whit tae dae,
Whan Tam or Katy aiblins pish the flair?
Ah better rest ma case, an say nae mair,

Lest ah upset thon fierce P.C. brigade!
But, ‘Can Do’ sometimes faur ootstrips I.Q.
An guid auld Common Sense can bear the gree, 
Think oan yer feet, an lead aye frae the front,
Sae that the corn micht thrive, baith haill an fere, 
An no end up some fendless, shilpit hairst.

Teachin nou is in a ‘State o Chassis’
A warld o chynge, an we must chynge wi it; 
Kinaesthetic, Visual, Aural lairnin,
A warld o Continual Assessment,
The Information Heichwey, an Wab-Steids, 
Aa-inclusive Multi-Culturalism,
(Keep mind it’s the ‘Chinese’ – no the ‘Chinky’!) 
An talk aboot alien technologies?
‘Beam me up, Scotty’ wi thon ‘Smairt Boards’
Aefauld initiatives hertinin us;
Help heize up Enterprise Education,
Embrace Curriculums fir Excellence.
Nae greater care hus e'er bin lavished oan,
The young green shutes o Scotia’s future weill, 
An byordnar, giftit young fowks, lik yersels, 
Micht ettle fir a new ‘Enlichtenment’,
Whaur evri wean wull reach their target maurk, 
An nae young plants wull wuther in the daurk, 
O ignorance or laith illiteracy.
Ye are the future, the beacon-lichters,
Gang oot an shed yer licht upo the warld,
Ye haud the praicious seed-corn in yer haunds.

THE LAST WORD

The General Teaching Council for Scotland commissioned Rab Wilson to write a poem that
would reflect on teaching. He has been writing poetry for most of his adult life and is
recognised by the Scottish literary establishment as a leading talent who writes in the dialect 
of his native Ayrshire.
The General Teaching Council for Scotland is delighted that Rab Wilson and the Scots
language were both part of the event celebrating a new group of teachers joining the
profession in 2006.

If you would like to hear the poem being read by the poet, 
visit the GTCS website www.gtcs.org.ukHEAR IT LIVE




